The epidemiology of Parkinson's disease. A case-control study of young-onset and old-onset patients.
While the cause of Parkinson's disease (PD) remains unknown, recent evidence suggests that certain external factors, ie, environmental agents, may act as neurotoxins, initiating the chain of oxidative reactions that ultimately destroy neurons in the substantia nigra. Young-onset PD might result from greater exposure to a putative neurotoxin. This hypothesis has rekindled interest in the epidemiology of PD. We therefore conducted a detailed analysis of various environmental exposures and early life experiences in 80 patients with old-onset PD (at an age older than 60 years), 69 young-onset patients (younger than 40 years), and 149 age- and sex-matched control subjects. Contrary to previous reports, we were unable to implicate well water or exposure to herbicides, pesticides, or industrial toxins as significant PD risk factors. A residential history of rural living was reported by more patient cases than control subjects and was marginally significant. On the other hand, at least one episode of head trauma "severe enough to cause vertigo, dizziness, blurred or double vision, seizures or convulsions, transient memory loss, personality changes, or paralysis" occurred significantly more often prior to disease onset in patients with both young-onset and old-onset PD than in control subjects (odds ratio = 2.7). When adjusted for head trauma and rural living, smoking was inversely associated with PD, as has been previously reported (odds ratio = 0.5). There were no significant differences in early life experiences or environmental exposures between young-onset and old-onset patients. We suggest that the risk of developing PD is influenced by a variety of factors.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)